Abstract. The European badger, Meles meles, constructs burrows ('setts') of various sizes and types, some of which are very large and complex. The hypothesis that large setts allow badgers to move regularly from one nest chamber to another, thereby avoiding accumulation of ectoparasites, was tested. The ectoparasite load of 32 wild badgers was measured and the daytime sleeping locations of 33 radiocollared individuals, 16 of which were treated with anti-parasite spray, recorded. Untreated badgers were infested with fleas, ticks and lice, and they regularly shifted from one sleeping site to another within a sett, rarely spending more than 2 or 3 consecutive days at the same site. Anti-parasite treatment decreased the frequency with which badgers switched to different nest sites. Badgers did not choose sleeping sites at random when returning to the sett each morning: they tended to return more often than would be expected by chance to a site that they had occupied the previous day, and less often than expected to a site that had been vacated by another member of the group on the preceding night.
Many authors consider fitness losses consequent upon invasion by parasites to be one of the most detrimental effects of sociality (for reviews see Alexander 1974; Mooring & Hart 1992; Arnold & Lichtenstein 1993; Côté & Poulin 1995) . This effect is likely to be exacerbated in a fossorial group-living species, since the moderate temperatures and high humidity that prevail within burrows (e.g. Mayer 1955; Kennerley 1964), together with the presence of decaying nest material and the ready availability of hosts, are likely to favour the survival, reproduction and transmission of parasites, especially ectoparasites (Reichman & Smith 1990) . Parasite accumulation and transmission may therefore constitute an important constraint in the lives of burrowing animals, counteracting the advantages that a burrowing habit provides in terms of avoidance of predators and protection against extremes of temperature and humidity.
In the present study we investigated the influence of ectoparasite load on the pattern of burrow use in a social semi-fossorial mammal species, the European badger, Meles meles. Badgers are nocturnally active and live in mixed-sex groups containing, on average, five to six adults (Kruuk 1989; Neal & Cheeseman 1991) . During the day they sleep in communal burrows known as 'setts' (Neal 1977) . The principal daytime resting place for all members of a social group is the primary burrow or 'main sett', which also acts as a focus for social interactions and is used for breeding and overwintering (Neal & Roper 1991) . Main setts are handed on from generation to generation within a social group and can become, over the course of decades or centuries, extremely large and complex: excavated main setts have been found to contain, in some cases, dozens of entrances and nest chambers, connected by multi-storey tunnel networks hundreds of metres long (Roper 1992) . This prompts the question of whether badgers utilize all the underground space provided by a large main sett and what, if any, advantages they derive from possessing such extensive burrow systems (Neal & Roper 1991) .
One suggestion is that by moving from one nest to another within a large main sett, badgers are
